The Power of the Pause . . .

Stillness as a primary tool in nurturing an active connection and effective bond with the hospitalized child, adult resident, family members and staff.

I remember the exact moment I became a clown. I mean, really, truly a clown, with the audience and I fully engaged in ridiculous, outrageous, fun conversation.

It went like this. 

A mediocre mime, proficient in technique, passable in a group effort, but hardly inspiring, I was about to abandon performing altogether, when the opportunity to work with a dance company touring Elementary schools presented itself. They needed a clown to go between the dance numbers, so that the dancers could catch their breath and change costumes, and to help hold the kids interest. I decided to go for one last attempt at acting.

I’d never done clown, so researched it a bit, threw together a costume, feet and face, made up a couple of implausible scenarios, and worried endlessly about being funny. I decided to be a silent character, even though I had never performed for kids before, let alone for 250 of them in a noisy, under-supervised gymnasium. 

On opening morning, the show started, the first dance number finished, and it was time for my fateful entrance. To the thunderous beat of a fearful heart, I strode to the centre of the stage and stopped. I was met with a loud laugh. I turned my head towards them, with an indignant look on my face, and stopped again. They laughed even harder. In that exact instant, I became a clown, and my life changed forever.

That single moment brought the recognition that a clown’s work and gift is to converse with the audience, not to perform for them. Interaction is what is unique and powerful about the clown. Engaging the public directly in the play is the absolute essential. There is no ”fourth wall” to distance the connection. And the magic ingredient is simply to stop, while keeping the character alive.

A critical element in having a meaningful conversation is that there is room for everyone to speak, and to listen. If one party is always speaking, there is no opportunity for others to participate. Therefore, the basic act of stopping sows the seeds of conversation, because it invites comment, and provides space for expression. The back and forth of proposition and reaction then unfolds effortlessly and naturally.

Mime had trained me to value economy of movement, and to use physical awareness and control to express thought. Every moment or idea has to have a clear beginning, trajectory, and end. The concept of immobility, turning the head without the neck, or the raising of a quizzical eyebrow were instinctive for me, but only now did I know the profound purpose to which I could put this knowledge. I had finally connected emotionally with an audience, and they with me.

Over the years, I discovered that stopping was just as important to other art forms. Puppets come alive when the head and neck articulate clearly, through stops and angles. Voicing a puppet involves stopping movement whenever the puppet finishes a phrase. Puppets do not all speak at once. Magic, storytelling, and the spoken word depend on stopping to punctuate, articulate, and communicate. It’s the pauses that give life, character and rhythm to music and dance. 

When I became a Therapeutic Clown, I realized quickly that achieving relationship was both the foundation and the pinnacle of the work.  The single most important task was to establish a connection with the child, sibling, family, resident or caregiver. This could not be forced. It had to be honest, safe, consensual and appropriate. As always, the act of inactivity served me well.

Stopping when the child first spots the clown allows for acclimatization to the clown’s persona, signals that personal comfort and fear will be respected, and forms the basis for the conversation that will follow. It establishes a dynamic of give and take in a gentle, controlled, yet spontaneous environment, allowing even small voices to take an equal part in leading the interaction. Stillness brings trust.

Of course the clown must then improvise, so that the conversation grows, and the bond develops further. This is best achieved by emptying the mind of any agenda, and playing with whatever presents itself, always accommodating and encouraging the child’s participation through the strategic use of pauses.

The harnessing of dynamic immobility helps avoid the impulse to always be “doing”, “moving”, “talking”, or “entertaining”. Learning to halt and actively listen provides the invitation and opportunity for others to join in. As a result, playful relationships develop organically. 

Stopping is also very important in working effectively with another performer in a duo. Without finely tuned pauses, there is no comedy, the clowns flail about in an incomprehensible and indulgent muddle, and the child is relegated to the role of observer, with no connection to the action. 

Play or communication with those who are non-verbal or who do not share a common language can be enhanced through stopping as well. The journey of one idea leading joyfully to another is nurtured through the simple act of giving focus, and waiting for understanding to follow.

One silent, still moment can be worth a thousand words or gestures, and can inspire a true and satisfying connection. I believe this principle is of deep and primary importance to the Therapeutic Clown. 

My advice? Start with a stop. Period.
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